The Loud Neighbors

“Well, well, well... I've been expecting you, young man.” The old man leaned down with a foreboding gaze to remind his grand-nephew of his place. “Arguin' with your parents and disobeyin' them? Disrespectin' your teachers and skippin' school? Readin' comics on the roof in your underwear! Well I got news for you, boy, I'm not as nice as your mom and dad!”

The boy's mouth curled into a sharp, uneven grin. “I understand, uncle Grouse-”

“Mr. Grouse! Now come in, you're lettin' all the warm air out!” It was May 12th. Lincoln's lips pursed as he hoisted his bag back over his shoulder, and was assaulted by different, clashing styles of real wood, rugs, and bric-a-brac.

“That's right, take it all in, because it's what you're gonna be dustin' and sweepin' for the next three months. Just one of my many rules... because if your parents are gonna dump you on me, then this is gonna be my summer vacation, not yours, y'understand?” He pointed his finger. “Rule #1 – You're not allowed in my bedroom unless I tell you to go in there to clean somethin'. Rule #2! No walkin' on the left side of the staircase, it squeaks too much and it's really irritating...” What felt an hour and a half later, Mr. Grouse wrapped things up. “...and no browsin' for naked ladies, and no-”

Just then, a terrific crash, boom, and bang halted the old man.

“Whoa, what was that?” The boy's eyes raked towards the window. Before he could go too far, his great uncle hobbled in front of him.

“And NO talkin' to those neighbors!”

Unimpressed, his grand-nephew crossed his arms. “Why not?”

“Out that window is the worst family on this whole dang block! Never, ever talk to them, ever! They're obnoxious, rude, filthy, ill-behaved, and, and... well, they're LOUD! And they've been nothin' but trouble ever since they moved here eighteen years ago, can't stand em'! They're a handful enough without you tryin' to go provokin' em', so stay away from 'em!”

“Yes, sir.” He replied flatly, and Mr. Grouse could already read the defiance in his eyes.

“Yessss indeed... got a little attitude, don't ya? Well I'll straighten you out! You can start by straightenin' MY armoir. I bumped into it a few months ago and I'm not strong enough to move it back. Now march on upstairs.”

“But-”

“Right now, Lincoln!” He watched his grand-nephew's face twist in anger, and the old man enjoyed his early little victory. Before he got too carried away, he heard a creak. “Right side! Walk on the right side!”

Unbeknownst to Mr. Grouse, it would just about be the last victory he would have all summer.

----

“You need me to chop wood? In May?” Lincoln made no effort to mask the incredulity pulling down on his face.

“What are ya, a parrot?” Mr. Grouse started up in his usual fit, “Yes I said firewood! If you must know, the office I work at's very cold at seventy degrees, they're too stingy to pay the bills. So I need to warm up after riskin' frostbite sittin' at that glacier they call a desk, so hop to it! Now get your shoes on and get out!” He shook his fist, only to see Lincoln take his time in going to his room. He was getting ready to throw another jab at the kid until he heard his chain-link fence rattle. Suddenly, the old man who couldn't be bothered to do anything found himself running with the speed of a junior high track star, barreling out into his backyard. He caught a wiry little girl with a big, messy mop of bangs and a ponytail with one leg over on his side.

“LOUD!” he thundered, “Get your skinny little hide off that fence before I call the cops on you for trespassin'!”

“Oh come on!” the girl's husky voice snapped back, “I was only gonna be there for a second, I just want my ball back! It was an accident!” Her reasoning only fell on deaf ears.

“I think I know what you're idea of a second is... so allow me to take this. Don't worry, it'll only be for a 'second.'” his tone was downright snidely at this point.

“Hey! I'll call the cops on you for stealing! My name's on that ball, you know!” she grit her teeth.

“Oh yeah?” Grouse challenged her. He gave the ball a good spit shine and rubbed his elbow around until the girl's name faded away entirely. “Ha! What do ya think about that?” The old man let out a childish giggle when he saw her tremble and grunt in outrage.

“You're a real jerk!”

“Well YOU'RE no star athlete, that's for sure! Not with all those balls that keep goin' astray in my yard! Learn how to aim, brat!” Mr. Grouse shot back before slamming the door. He turned around only to yelp from seeing his grand-nephew staring him down.

“Now what?”

“None of your business! Chop-chop!” He jabbed his thumb behind him.

Half an hour later, Lincoln had only managed to split about fifteen logs. He obviously wasn't cut out for this sort of mind numbing work. And whether or not he was good at it, he still sweat like anyone else would. He needed a drink. The boy figured even Mr. Grouse couldn't be that mean, he made his way inside to check out the fridge for something to drink.

“Mr. Grouse! I'm getting a drin-” Lincoln paused. Snoring. He heard snoring. If there was any time for a well earned break, it was now. He walked past the hallway and the kitchen to see his tormentor fast asleep with the TV on some show with a manic evangelist asking for thousands of dollars. The next ten minutes were liberating. With a can of diet Dr. Pepper, the best he could manage, he took sips inbetween moments where he picked up and put down things around his great-uncle's bedroom. Then he really found something to pique his curiosity. A small, silver key inside of the drawer next to his bed. 

After he suppressed a belch, Lincoln chucked the can in the upstairs bathroom trash and carefully made his way down the stairs, and he chose to skip the last two steps and go straight to the floor for how especially creaky those were. Before he could start a big journey of where the key went, he spotted it's home immediately. The side of the staircase by the fireplace with a small hole conspicuously drilled into it. He quickly whipped out the key and turned it into the hole. He was a little too eager. A small avalanche of toys, gadgets and props spilled out from the opening, clattering onto the wooden floor. Lincoln flinched and ran to check on the old man. Still passed out. He began to marvel and root through the treasure trove of goods, only to see a soccer ball that sat comfortably in the pile. He put two and two together and ripped it out from its place, his hands scrambled to fit everything else back inside as quietly as he could.

Once he returned outside, he went up the sidewalk of his neighbors and rapped on the door. After a series of thumps, he came face to face with a cute, sporty looking brunette with a cloud of freckles on her cheeks. “Uh, hello? Who is this?”

Lincoln took a moment to compose himself. He wasn't expecting his neighbor to be this pretty or close to his age. Before he could take a mental note of her features, he snapped his eyes back up to hers. “Is this your ball?” He watched her eyes light up.

“You got it back! Thanks, kid.” she flashed him a big, cheshire cat smile.

“No problem. I overheard you arguing with Mr. Grouse earlier.”

“Yeah, he was being an asshole! Are your parents making you do chores for him? There's easier ways make some money around here, you know.”

“Actually, he's my great-uncle.” Lincoln uttered. It was amusing to see her face go slack from the realization of what she just said. She tried to apologize, but he just laughed it off. “No, it's fine, he is! The thing is, my parents sent me here for the summer because they're being dumb and they won't listen to me...” Now Lincoln had to stop himself, this was potentially getting into something heavy, not anything he wanted to burden his neighbor with. “Oh yeah, uh. I'm Lincoln. Lincoln Lynch.”

Now his neighbor's eyes widened. “Really?”

“Yeah, is that okay with you?” Lincoln laughed again, but Lynn seemed too zoned out, lost in some train of thought.

“Hey uh... Lincoln. Do you wanna meet the rest of my family?”

“Well, I was...” He turned towards his house before he remembered Grouse was out cold. “Yeah, sure. Why not.”

“Great! Just-gimme-a-second!” The door slammed. He heard a muffled conversation that sounded pretty happy. Suddenly, a stampede seemed closeby. The door flew open and sent him back a step. What he saw filling the doorway made him take another step back and into shock. He didn't even notice that he had dropped the ball and it quickly rolled off the porch.. 

Girls. Ten girls. TEN. GIRLS. From adorable, to cute, to pretty, and finally, hot. All of them looked him expectantly with their enormous eyes and thick lashes, their mouths shut tight. His throat became cotton dry, and his palms suddenly gushed with sweat. His legs started to shake like strummed guitar strings. His heartbeat pounded in his ears, and his lungs were insatiable for air. Each thump came faster than the one before, stronger, it's as if time sped up, but the girls remained completely still. He felt himself slouch from his body curling up in a bundle of nerves. After he swallowed a gravelly lump down that made him cough, he cleared his throat, squared his shoulders, and took a deep breath to choke out one word.

“...hi.”

“Oh welcome my gosh Lincoln the neighborhood hey dude this hi Lincoln is our family salutations Leni hahahahaha, get it when yo did man you move find it hair is rockin' here I'm Lana and accommodating I'm Lola white hair nice here I was on TV rock out-” was about the best the boy could manage to make out from the whitewater current of conversation that burst out from the girls. 

The current seemed to pick up and spiral around him as the group huddled around him and swept him up with greetings and compliments. Lincoln saw visions of those same large eyes and now was starting to notice their figures. Their chests, their legs, their hair, their faces! They were all so good looking! The moment where he was able to temporarily steel himself, now he was melting under their warm greetings. Like he would try to find a branch to pull out, he only saw the girls block his vision at every turn, the boy was drowning in estrogen. A few more seconds of the girls getting closer and closer finally made his legs buckle, and he fell back stiff as a plank onto the porch.

“Yeah, this isn't working.” The oldest sister said as she pulled Lincoln back up and lightly shook him. “Okay, one at a time, one at a time!” She waited for the boy's eyes to stop dribbling around and focus. “Hello, Lincoln. I'm Lori, and I'm 17, which means I'm in charge. Nice to meet you.” she said without nearly as much energy as the rest of her sisters who had greeted him. She clicked her fingers, and the next sister piped up.

“Hi! I'm like, Leni! I'm 16, I guess.” With a bust that big, Lincoln could have easily mistook her for being older than 18. He only just noticed her long, silky, platinum blonde head of hair.

“Luna Loud, loud and proud! 15.” A girl with a brunette pixie cut and a glazed expression rasped. “So good to have you on board, man.”

“Fourteen year-old Luan Loud at your service!” The glare of the sunlight that bounced off her braces, along with her smorgasboard of wardrobe patterns, made him squint.

“Her jokes are fourteen years old, too.” A voice interrupted the line, which caused an equal amount of snickering and shushing, and Luan only held her smile and took it in stride. Lincoln allowed himself to lose face, and he began to relax. Slowly.

“You know me, of course! Lynn! I'm a lean, mean, age thirteen machine!” He was starting to think the girls must have relished introducing themselves whenever they had, or more accurately, made the chance to.

“Hello Lincoln...” a girl spoke from beneath a mop of tar black hair, “I'm Lucy... I'm eleven. Meeting you has rejuvenated my belief in the universe twisting fate to those strong enough to be carried by it.”

“Uh... alright! Nice to meet you, too!” He nodded, hoping he wouldn't be prompted to break down the meaning of what the spooky girl just said.

“Welcome to the neighborhood, I'm Lana! Nine years old!” The girl adjusted her red cap with a smirk.

“And I'm Lola, proudly representing Michigan!” she brought her hands down to her sash. “Also nine.”

“Whoa, that's right. Your Little Miss Michigan, I think I saw you on TV when my mother watched the National American Miss last year! And I can't believe you're twins!” he marveled.

“... i-in the flesh! Glad you recognized me!” She straightened up completely and rolled her shoulders into a more professional posture.

“If you're quite done with your self-aggrandizing...” the next girl in line alternated her two fingers against the rim of her glasses, “I'm the Nobel prize winning junior physicist, Dr. Lisa Loud. Seven years of age.” She rolled her eyes upon seeing the boy's chest flatten from his lungs emptying after her announcement. He just couldn't believe it. A national circuit beauty queen and a child prodigy? How wasn't this family more well known?

“Um... hi. I'm Lily. And... I'm four.” He looked down to find a girl with her mouth covered and her eyes that gave away her smile, and she looked absolutely bashful.

Lincoln worked to give himself the most masculine voice he could manage. “Nice meeting all of you. I'm Lincoln Lynch, eleven.” It just took one giggle, and he lost his sense of manliness, back to preening his hair. “Parents sent me up to my other old man for partying too hard.”

“Ooh, you're a bad boy, huh?” Lori cooed. Time to cut the wannabe down to size. “Like what?”

“This one time, me and a dozen other kids moved our principal's car onto the road and it got towed. That was pretty funny, you'd think so too if you ever met him.” He said. Lori glared at him, and while it made him turn away from her, just a little, he still managed to shrug. “I mean, I'm sure you'd do it to someone you don't like if you thought you could get away with it, right?”

“I'll say!” Luan jumped in. “We oughta do some pranks together!”

“Glad to hear you can pull your own weight, kid.” Lynn added. Behind Lori's lips, her teeth were grit hard, realizing she lost the momentum. And just like that, most of her other sisters gave their own comments and continued their welcome.

“Yeah, I have to say... I was not expecting... this.” He spread his arms towards the girls, who simply smiled even wider at him, and he had to strain to not shrink into a speck from the anxiety their faces gave him.

“This may sound hard to believe, but in a way, we were expecting you.” Lucy droned.

“No kidding!” Before he could follow up, a few of them shushed their mystic sibling, hearing things like 'you're gonna scare him away', and 'not in front of him'. He didn't want to laugh too much, but the girls just wrung every drop of honesty out from him. So another nervous chuckle jumped out from his throat. Right before it was snagged, his collar tugged back and up against his Adam's apple.

“I thought I told you not to talk to these brats!” Uncle Grouse held the back of Lincoln's collar with as much strength as a bitter old man could. Lori smiled for the first time since she saw him. This was literally too perfect – Mr. Too-Cool-For-School was going to be dragged back home. By Mr. Grouse! How humiliating.

“He can talk to us if he wants to!” Lana snapped, only to feel herself turn inward when he narrowed his eyes at her. The other sisters chimed in with their own interjections, only to be scolded.

“Eh-eh-eh-eh! I'M in charge, and I say that you are not allowed to speak with him!” His fist shook.

“And how are you going to enforce that?” Lisa folded her arms. “Our parents won't agree to that arrangement.”

“I'll... we'll I'll... I'll... uh... I'll figure somethin out! None of your business! The most you can know is that this young man here is in a lot of trouble!”